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Imperial-Way Zen: Ichikawa Hakugen’s Critique and Lingering Questions for Bud-
dhist Ethics.	 By	 Christopher	 Ives. Honolulu:	 University	 of	 Hawai‘i	 Press,	 2009.	
$52.00.
Reviewed	by	James Mark Shields	 Bucknell	University
While	 there	 has	 been	 a	 surge	 in	 scholarship	 on	 Imperial	 Way	 Buddhism	 (kōdō 
Bukkyō)	 in	 the	past	 several	decades,	 little	attention	has	been	paid,	particularly	 in	
Western	 scholarship,	 to	 the	 life	and	work	of	 Ichikawa	Hakugen	 (1902–1986),	 the	
most	prominent	and	sophisticated	postwar	critic	of	the	role	of	Buddhism,	and	par­
ticularly	Zen,	in	modern	Japanese	militarism.	By	way	of	a	thorough	and	critical	in­
vestigation	of	Ichikawa’s	critique,	 Imperial-Way Zen: Ichikawa Hakugen’s Critique 
and Lingering Questions for Buddhist Ethics	 by	Christopher	 Ives	 seeks	 to	provide	
answers	 to	 a	 number	 of	 important	 questions	 regarding	 Zen	 ethics	 in	 the	 context	






























ment	here	 is	 virtually	 identical	 to	 the	Critical	Buddhist	discussion	and	critique	of	
“topicalism”	in	 the	1990s.)	 Ichikawa	extends	 this	critique	from	medieval	China	to	

















at War and	Zen War Stories.	In	particular,	Ives	questions	Victoria’s	assertion	of	the	
centrality	of	bushidō	both	 to	 the	development	of	militaristic	Zen	and	 to	 Japanese	
militarism	 more	 generally.	 Instead,	 Ives	 suggests,	 the	 main	 factor	 in	 the	 develop­
ment	of	modern	Imperial	Way	Zen	is	“the	traditional	symbiotic	relationship	between	
Buddhism	 and	 Japanese	 rulers”	 (p.	 107).	 Ives’	 critique	 of	Victoria	 is	 well	 taken,	
	although,	ironically,	it	would	appear	that	on	a	number	of	points,	such	as	the	over­
estimation	 of	 the	 Zen	 (and	 Buddhist)	 impact	 on	 wartime	 ideology	 and	 decision	
	making,	Victoria	 stands	 closer	 to	 Ives’	 subject,	 Ichikawa,	 than	 Ives	 himself.	 But	
	perhaps	this	is	a	good	thing,	since	it	gives	Ives	a	chance	to	distance	himself	some­
what	 from	 his	 subject,	 adding	 an	 important,	 one	 might	 say	 “updated,”	 aspect	 to	
the	foundational	critique	provided	by	Ichikawa	and	Victoria.	Moreover,	Ives’	argu­
ment	 for	 paying	 more	 attention	 to	 the	 empirical	 evidence	 of	 sangha-state	 inter­






existed	 apart	 from	politics	 or	 the	 government	 in	 Japan”	 (p.	 124).	What	Buddhists	







sion	 of	 the	 tricky	 matter	 of	 “war	 responsibility,”	 raising	 questions	 about	 possible	
m	itigating	factors	and	extenuating	circumstances	that	complicate	any	simple	appor­
tioning	of	“blame.”	Although	this	might	be	considered	treading	on	dangerous	ground,	
given	 the	 fact	 that	 conservative	 apologists	 in	 Japan	 invoke	 similar­sounding	 argu­
ments,	 Ives	 presents	 these	 not	 as	 a	 way	 to	 exonerate	 those	 involved,	 but	 rather	
to	make	 sure	we	have	as	many	 facts	at	our	disposal	as	possible	before	 rendering	
	judgment	on	the	actions	of	Buddhists	during	the	war.	Having	given	this	caution,	Ives	
goes	on	to	present	Ichikawa’s	argument	regarding	the	lack	of	responsibility	and	self­
reflection	 on	 the	 part	 of	 Buddhists	 (and	 Japanese	 more	 generally)	 in	 the	 postwar	
	situation,	 at	 least	up	 to	 the	point	of	 Ichikawa’s	death	 in	1986.	For	 Ichikawa,	Zen	























These	quibbles	 aside,	other	 than	 the	odd	error	with	 regard	 to	 Japanese	 terms	
(e.g.,	Meiji ishin,	not	isshin	[p.	18	n.	38;	p.	194]),	Imperial-Way Zen is	a	solid,	well­
researched	book,	and	a	must­read	for	anyone	interested	in	the	important	question	of	
why	 a	 world	 religion	 renowned	 for	 peace	 became	 so	 heavily	 embroiled	 in	 the	
t	wentieth­century’s	most	devastating	conflict.	With	the	possible	exception	of	Brian	
Victoria,	Chris	Ives	has	done	more	than	any	other	scholar	writing	in	English	to	ad­
dress	this	complex	and	sensitive	issue.	In	this	book,	through	his	ongoing	conversa­
tion	with	the	work	of	Ichikawa	and	Victoria,	Ives	further	complicates	the	issue,	and	
this	is	a	good	thing.
